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The Magical , Papyri, a Source for Our 
Knowledge of Ancient Life 

In III Parts— Part III 

To sum up, we can safely say that, while 
the bulk of the collections before us owes its 
final shape to Egypt, it is really a mixtum- 
compositum of a great many ages, and of dif- 
ferent nations. So that it would be fool- 
hardy, I think, to attempt to assign a definite 
origin to the whole. ' It will be necessary to 
examine each magical procedure on its own 
merits. A splendid example of the fruitfulness 
of such investigations is furnished by Diete- 
rich's proof that lines 3009 sq of the large 
Parisian Papyrus owe their existence to the 
beliefs of the Essenes. 

In what other ways do our papyri throw 
light upon the life of the men by whom they 
were written? A brief survey of the aims to 
be attained by their use will at least show the 
feelings, hopes, and fears which they were in- 
tended to soothe fulfill, and allay. Chief 
among them all shines the subject of love. Nor 
is this to be wondered at. Love, at all times, 
has been the most potent stimulant of witch- 
craft; witness the second Idyl of Theocritus, 
whose every line, almost, can be verified from 
the Papyri as based upon actual practices. 
But it is not Love, in the ennobling sense of 
the word, which we find here. Desire, even 
Lust, would be a more appropriate designa- 
tion. For it is thoroughly sensuous. Neither 
can it be said that this Desire is of the con- 
templative, deep kind which the second Idyl 
assumed under the masterful hand of the 
Alexandrinian poet. It is of the coarsest, and 
so are the expressions used in the love chorus, 



gross, often, and nauseam. The chief object 
is a negative one : to prevent the object of the 
magician's passion from pleasing, or from lov- 
ing, anybody but himself. Thorough selfish- 
ness characterizes these parts while noble self- 
denial is absent. 

Second in importance are those processes bv 
which the magician wishes either himself to 
see some true and prophetic dream, or to send 
such dream to some other person. In the 
latter case, and that is again characteristic, 
the dream usually is in the shape of a fright- 
ful night-mare. The people who used these 
hand books were evidently steeped in that be- 
lief in Dreams of which Artemidoros of Daldis 
is, for us, the chief exponent in antiquity. 
Neither are the objects' sought to be attained 
in these dreams of the highest moral order. 
These dreamers wish not for divine guidance 
towards self-improvement, nor for directions 
for a better life, but for advice to obtain the 
filthy lucre, to find favor in the eyes of the 
high and the mighty, to be acquitted in court 
'and so on. Many other incantations, likewise, 
are devoted to the latter aims, namely, the 
favorable impression to be made upon the 
judge. Neither can we deny the importance 
of such devices, if we remember how Egypt 
has been at all times the much governed and 
much administered. But not even if your charm 
did not work in court, is it therefore necessary 
to languish in prison. There are other incanta- 
tions which will open the doors of the gaol, 
or better still which will make you invisible 
so that you can walk unnoticed wherever vou 
please. It is simpler, however, but more diffi- 
cult, and not without danger for the magician 
himself, to gain control over some "spiritus 
familiaris", who will predispose everybody in 
your favor, so that he will be led to reveal 
his innermost thoughts to you. Such a Pare- 
dros, as his technical name is, is good for 
many another service besides: he makes any 
and every place rich and favorably known. 
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procures money, beautiful women for love, 
food and drink, in fine, he is as serviceable as 
Lucian's spirits in the Deisidaimon. And 
with less danger, too. For it is sufficient to 
have the appropriate amulet, and a mere "re- 
cantation", in the literal sense of the word, 
i e, the recital backward of the magical formula, 
will send the spirit to his proper abode, where- 
ever that may be, when he threatens to become 
too officious. In fine, the picture unfolded by 
the papyri, as far as the life of the ancients 
goes, is far from the brightest. Of course, it 
is not difficult to explain why that is so, in the 
light shed upon the second and third centuries 
by History. But that would lead us too far 
here. It is my duty, however, not to leave the 
impression as if nothing, no elevating thought, 
could be found in the papyri. I must not close 
without giving at least an idea of one really 
grand charm, by means of which the magician 
is lifted into Heaven, there to contemplate, 
and to commune with, the Divinity, face to 
face. 

The procedure begins with a prayer to Fate 
and Providence — a combination of surpassing 
interest for the question of Predestination, 
which can not be discussed in this paper — to 
have mercy upon the writer. Then follows 
the great invocation, through the recital of 
which the mystic will rise to Heaven. He calls 
on the four supraterranean prototypes of the 
Elements which compose his own body no less 
than that of the World around him, so that 
he may see with his immortal spirit the un- 
dying beginning of everything, the immortal 
Aeon. After the prayer he is to take a deep 
breath, and now "thou wilt see thyself lifted 
up and rising to the Light, lighter than air. 
There thou wilt hear the voice neither of man 
nor of beast, neither wilt thou see in that 
hour anything of what is mortal on Earthy 
but all that thou seest is immortal. For on 
that day and in that hour thou wilt see the 
divine foundation, the rulers of Heaven, as- 
cending to the height"! These, however, are 
only gods of a lower order, who after being 
placated by an incantation, will lead our mystic 
above, among the stars. "Here thou wilt be- 
hold a fiery • circle, and fiery gates, closed : 
the seat of the seven Planets". Another in- 
cantation follows, and now the gates are flung 
open, to reveal the orderly array (Kosmos) 



and gathering of the gods. Here the following 
vision will be vouchsafed to the magician: 
"thou wilt see a god, young and beautiful, his 
hair of flames, his tunic white, his mantel 
scarlet, a fiery wreath on his head". To him 
the mystic turns with the following prayer: 
Hail, powerful and strong Lord, king, great- 
est among the gods. Sun, Lord of Heaven and 
of Earth, God of gods, powerful is thy breath, 
great is thy strength. An it please thee, an- 
nounce me to the highest God, who has be- 
gotten and made thee, me, the mortal man, 
son of the woman", etc. Other gates are 
opened, and wondrous creatures come forth, 
seven maidens, in linen garments, snake 
headed, and holding golden staffs. These are 
the seven Tyxai Toy Oyranoy. Seven other 
deities follow them, with the heads of black 
bulls, in linen loinclothes (the old Egyptian 
popular vestment), each crowned with a 
golden diadem. These are the seven Lords of 
the Polus. Behind all these, there appears at 
length, the highest God himself. "And thou 
wilt behold flashes of lightning and the gleam 
of light. And the earth is shaken. Then he 
is coming down, the great God, his face all 
light, young, golden haired, in white tunic, 
and golden trousers, a wreath of gold in his 
hair, grasping in his right hand the golden 
thigh of a calf. This is the Great Bear, who 
moves and turns the world. Lightning flashes 
from the eyes of the God, and stars leap from 
his body". The mystic prays to him: "Lord, 
Lord, hail, thou master of Water, thou ruler 
of Land, Powerful over the Air, shining in 
Light, shining before all, give me an oracle, 
oh Lord, Lord, born again I waste away, 
growing I die, born from begetting Birth I 
am dissolved in Death. I come as Thou hast 
ruled, as Thou hast laid down the Law, as 
Thou hast founded the Mysteries". 

It would be beyond the scope of the present 
paper to enter upon a discussion of the re- 
ligious beliefs underlying the Papyri, or of 
the connection between them and the two other 
occult Sciences of antiquity, Alchymy, and 
Astrology. Enough, I think, has been said to 
give a picture of the value of these books 
for an insight into ancient life. I only regret 
that my pen is not as powerful as that of 
Kingsley, whose Hypatia, with all its errors, 
is still the best presentation of all that can 
possibly be learned from the Papyri. 

Ernst Riess 

DeWitt Clinton H S 



